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ABSTRACT 
This case study examines the implementation of an early alert intervention system 
designed to enhance retention and student course engagement at a large suburban, 
public two-year degree-granting college.  The focus of the study was to investigate 
the work-flow process and labor requirements for operationalizing the in-house 
intervention protocol, utilizing a Success Coach model.  This paper documents the 
intervention procedures and reports findings pertaining to faculty time commitment 
and participation, frequency and prevalence of raised alert flags, and labor 
requirements for conducting student outreach.  Cost efficiency and effectiveness are 
discussed, as are alternative approaches for implementation, including the use of 
automation and commercially available early alert software solutions.  
Implications of findings for the operationalization of the success coach model are 
considered and suggestions for further investigation are discussed. 
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Public two-year colleges in the United States operate in an era of heightened 
accountability for student performance outcomes and operational efficiencies.  
Established as an open-access gateway for economic and social mobility to an ever-
increasing proportion of the American population, community colleges have been 
tasked with developing an effective and productive pathway for students while 
simultaneously delivering efficient, cost-conscious student services.  In the state of 
Florida, this accountability effort has manifested itself in the form of a legislative 
performance-based funding model.  A portion of the 28 Florida College System (FCS) 
institutions’ annual operating revenues are withheld and pooled for redistribution to the 
top-performing colleges according to performance criteria, including student retention 
and graduation rates.  The demand for increased accountability tied to funding has 
initiated a great deal of effort directed toward student retention by member institutions. 
Student retention is a highly-researched topic; the research is also clear that 
student attrition cannot be attributed to any singular cause (Maher & Macallister, 2013; 
Beer & Lawson, 2017).  Multiple factors influence student success, engagement, and 
retention, including the student’s academic preparation and ability, personal and social 
challenges encountered, and the support systems within the educational institution itself.  
Because of the many facets surrounding the issue of student attrition, a growing 
momentum to develop programs and initiatives emerged, specifically focussing on 
student retention and engagement throughout all aspects of the student experience and 
across all categories of higher education institutions.  
Many college retention programs are geared towards specific sub-populations of 
the student body such as first-year experiences and first-generation student-directed 
programs.  Barefoot (2004) notes however, that while, “efforts to target special at-risk 
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populations are necessary, a decision to limit outreach to those populations may be, in 
fact, short-sighted” (p. 13).  Retention efforts should be focused on retaining all 
students.  Retention literature further suggests that while student engagement programs 
are important, identifying low academic performance and proactively intervening early 
can significantly reduce student attrition (Bentham, 2017; Dumbrigue, Moxley, & 
Najor-Durack, 2013; Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004; Thomas, 2002).  These 
studies have motivated many higher education institutions to pursue academic early 
alert strategies in order to retain students.    
 Academic Early Alert, as a process, is generally focused on the identification of 
students who encounter challenges with participation, assignment completion, or 
performance within a particular course or in multiple courses.  Whether a student 
encounters social or academic challenges, any impact on course performance is likely to 
show in the grades and participation of that individual.  The early alert process most 
commonly involves tasking an instructor with reviewing student performance within the 
first half of a course (Hudson Sr., 2005; Tampke, 2013).  The goal of Academic Early 
Alert is to engage the student in a dialogue and to provide intervention and guidance 
with sufficient advance notice, so that performance is enhanced and positive course 
outcomes are increased (Hudson Sr., 2005; Tampke, 2013).  An early alert 
communication can originate from the faculty member, or it can be delivered via a 
third-party practitioner such as an advisor, teaching assistant, or academic coach 
(Cartnal & Hagen, 1999).  
 Why Early Alert? 
Over the past 15 years, research has demonstrated promise for early alert 
systems to enhance student retention and academic performance (Hudson Sr., 2005; 
Jayaprakesh, Moody, Lauria, Regan, & Baron, 2014).  According to Kuh (2008), the 
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interest in early alert engagement and processes is growing, forcing institutions to 
engage in educational practices associated with high levels of learning and 
development.  Institutional effort has been dedicated to enhancing student life 
opportunities that promote the establishment of academic, social, or professional 
networks for students. 
Few studies have been dedicated to the examination of the efficiencies of 
process, workflow, labor, and costs associated with early alert initiatives.  The early 
alert systems evaluated in the literature, while varied in design, are strongly focused on 
student performance and are predominantly concerned with factors associated with class 
attendance (Bowen, Price, Lloyd, & Thomas, 2005; Richie & Hargrove, 2005) or 
academic performance (Geltner, 2001).  The literature provides inconsistent 
recommendations regarding appropriate timing of early alert intervention and the 
persons who should be responsible for implementation.  Some researchers have 
suggested that faculty members provide direct outreach or mentoring to assist with 
student retention (Bean, 2005; Sabina, Curry, Harris, Krumm, Vencill, 2016; Stromei, 
2000; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005); others have noted that faculty members may not 
have the time, skills, or experience to provide academic intervention or support (Lau, 
2003; Tinto, 1987; Wild & Ebbers, 2002).   
Many studies demonstrate that students respond positively to ongoing feedback 
from faculty about their academic performance (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & 
Hayek, 2006; Tagg, 2003); therefore, faculty involvement and persistence in an early 
alert effort can be critical to its success.  Yet, when faculty are not engaged in providing 
direct outreach to students, intervention can still be effective when managed through 
college support departments (Drake, 2011; Frost, Strom, Downey, Schultz, Holland, 
2010; Tinto, 1999).  Regardless of the person responsible for outreach, the research on 
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student retention is clear: students who are able to name someone on campus who cares 
about their academic success and accomplishments are more likely to be retained 
(Achilles, Byrd, Felder-Strauss, Franklin, & Janowich, 2011).  
Problem Statement 
This paper describes a pilot study of an early alert initiative from initial practical 
discussion to implementation at a large suburban community college in Florida.  While 
the overall aim of the early alert initiative was to exert a positive influence on student 
retention and course engagement, the focus of the current study was to examine the 
workflow process and labor requirements needed to implement the initiative.  The 
workflow process was created to enhance student course engagement by means of 
targeted outreach, while minimizing any additional labor burden placed upon the 
faculty.  This pilot study was designed to leverage existing, non-automated internal 
college communication tools and computing resources to simulate the labor and 
workflow of running an early alert system prior to the adoption of a commercially 
available, fully automated, electronic early alert system.  
 While a wide array of research has been conducted on student engagement, 
motivation and retention, little analysis exists on the operational efficiencies of 
workflow processes used to implement early alert initiatives.  This pilot study was 
conducted to help clarify the scope and workflow of an Academic Success Coach role, 
and the overarching process of operating an early alert initiative within an Academic 
Affairs unit at a large suburban community college.   
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The following research questions guided this case study: 
Q1:  What labor and workflow processes are required in a community college early alert 
system that utilizes an Academic Success Coach? 
Q2:  Which flag types are most frequently utilized in a community college early alert 
system utilizing a success coaching model? 
The Florida Context 
Florida is an interesting state in which to investigate early alert programs 
because of the open-access nature of its public two-year colleges in the state.  Research 
has shown that many incoming students are academically underprepared for the rigors 
of college-level coursework (Bailey & Jaggars, 2016), a situation exacerbated in Florida 
by the passage of SB 1720 in 2013, which established an exemption for recent high 
school graduates to waive placement testing and developmental education requirements.  
The repercussions of this legislation were that students who would normally be placed 
in developmental education for academic remediation were now immediately thrust into 
more academically rigorous college-credit coursework.  Providing students with the 
option to avoid developmental education created the potential for reduced student 
performance outcomes despite the pervasive climate of accountability standards and 
performance-based funding.  One potential solution for confronting these challenges in 
the midst of an elevated accountability landscape was to develop a process for 
identifying students who demonstrated academically at-risk behaviours using an early 
alert system.  
Methods 
To pilot the early alert initiative, a position was created for an Academic 
Success Coach at the target college to conduct outreach to students.  Faculty identified 
cases in which individual students demonstrated academic performance or behavioural 
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challenges.  These cases were referred to the Academic Success Coach utilizing a 
spreadsheet saved on a secured cloud drive that was shared between the Academic 
Success Coach and the three faculty members participating in the pilot study.  After a 
faculty referral, the Academic Success Coach initiated contact and invited students to 
engage in a dialogue about their experiences and challenges with coursework.  
Additionally, the Success Coach made recommendations for enhancing academic 
performance, proposed strategies relevant to the student’s challenges, or made referrals 
to other internal (college-based) or external (community-based) resources appropriate to 
the students’ situations. 
Five general education course sections were selected for inclusion in the pilot 
study, including two sections of Intermediate Algebra, two sections of English I, and 
one section of General Psychology.  The pilot initiative included three faculty members 
(one for each discipline) and represented a total initial enrolment of 137 students.   
Implementation and Workflow Process Development 
Faculty were asked to report students to the Academic Success Coach during 
weeks 4 and 8 of the semester via scheduled surveys (although individual manual flags 
could be raised at any point throughout the term).  The online spreadsheet included a 
number of warning flag options as well as an option for faculty to provide kudos to 
students who showed improvement or demonstrated strong performance.  One week 
prior to the scheduled surveys, the Academic Success Coach sent an email notification 
to faculty indicating the survey’s deadline and providing instructions to ensure ease of 
accessibility for the faculty.  Faculty were given a one-week timeline for completing 
each survey.  
Once the surveys were completed, the Academic Success Coach attempted to 
contact the student with an initial email.  If the student responded, the Success Coach 
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continued to engage with the student until a resolution of the particular concern was 
reached.  If the student did not respond to the initial email, the Success Coach phoned 
the student within 48 hours.  Contact attempts for non-responsive students ended two 
weeks after the initial contact email.  If students were unavailable, a message would be 
left with the students urging them to contact the coach as soon as possible to ensure 
success in coursework.   
Labor Tracking 
The Academic Success Coach used an electronic time-keeping system for recording 
overall work hours and manually documented the time commitment required to: 
 Send initial contact emails/kudos messages following raised flags; 
 Make phone calls following student non-response to initial emails; 
 Respond to student emails; 
 Update spreadsheets for data collection and tracking of flags and outcomes. 
The labor data collected for each of these four actions was analyzed and reported on 
the basis of average time spent per function for each of the reporting periods (week 4 
survey, week 8 survey, and manual flags).  Additionally, total faculty labor hours 
deployed for the pilot study were recorded.  Together, this labor analysis informed the 
scalability of the project, potentially identifying a total number of course sections that 
could be supported using the Academic Success Coach model.   
Results 
The results of the types and quantities of raised flags as well as the associated 
labor burden for raising and fielding such flags were computed and are reported below. 
These analyses were based on frequencies of flags raised within each of three reporting 
periods: 1) week four scheduled progress survey, 2) a week eight scheduled progress 
survey, and 3) manual flags.  The scheduled progress surveys were planned to occur at 
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strategically important times within the semester and were implemented to encourage 
faculty utilization of the early alert system.  The manual flag option was implemented to 
afford faculty the opportunity to raise flags for students at the moment of observation, 
rather than waiting for the arrival of a scheduled progress survey. 
Analysis of Raised Flags 
Each faculty member completed the Week 4 Survey for all five sections of the 
classes included in the pilot study.  The Academic Success Coach compiled the survey 
results.  A total of 35 flags were raised by the faculty during the Week 4 Survey.  Of the 
137 students enrolled in the five sections under study, 29 students (21.2% of the initial 
enrolment) received flags (6 students received more than one flag).  Of the 35 flags 
input by faculty, 23 (65.7%) were Warning flags and 12 (34.3%) were Kudo flags.   
Table 1 
Frequencies of Early Alert Flags by Type 
Flag Type   Week 4 Survey  Week 8 Survey   Manual  
Low Quiz/Test Score   9   22   2 
Low Participation             11   26             14 
Tutoring Referral   3   13   8 
In Danger of Failing*   0   11   6 
Kudos               12   44   3 
Totals               35             116             33 
Note: “In Danger of Failing” flag was not available during the week 4 Survey. 
Similarly, all three faculty completed the Week 8 Survey for all five sections 
included in the pilot study.  During the Week 8 Survey, a total of 116 flags were raised 
by the faculty.  Of the 137 students initially enrolled, 81 students (59.1% of initial 
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enrollment) received flags (27 students received more than one flag).  Of the 116 flags 
that were raised, 72 (62.1%) were warning flags and 44 (37.9%) were kudos flags.  
Faculty had the option to raise manual flags (not included within scheduled 
faculty surveys) throughout the entire semester.  A total of 33 manual flags were raised 
for 23 individual students (16.8% of initial enrolment) over the course of the semester 
(10 students received more than one flag).  Of the 33 flags that were raised, 30 (90.9%) 
were warning flags while three (9.1%) were Kudos flags.   
Faculty identified and flagged a larger proportion of the students in the Week 8 
Progress Survey (59.1%) than in the Week 4 Progress Survey (21.2%).  Additionally, 
faculty utilized the option to raise manual flags less often when compared to scheduled 
faculty surveys.  More than 90% of the manual flags were raised as warning flags, 
indicating that kudos were used much less frequently than during the scheduled 
progress surveys (66% and 62% respectively in week four and week eight).  This 
finding suggests that faculty posted manual flags when they observed a student with a 
particular challenge or poor performance in the course.  
Analysis of Labor Expenditure 
The Academic Success Coach and faculty roles were analyzed in this study for total 
labor expenditure as well as task-specific labor commitment.  The Academic Success 
Coach position for the pilot study was a part-time staff member whose responsibilities 
entailed conducting outreach to students identified by faculty, referring students to 
college or community resources as needed, collecting and reporting utilization and 
outreach data, and communicating with faculty regarding student communications. The 
Academic Success Coach position was created for the explicit purpose of minimizing 
additional faculty work-load and to serve as a dedicated staff member who possessed 
comprehensive knowledge of college and community resources.  
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During the week 4 and 8 scheduled faculty surveys, faculty raised a total of 35 flags 
for 29 unique students.  The Academic Success Coach drafted and sent initial contact 
emails to the 29 identified students; the communications were customized based upon 
the specific flags that were raised by the faculty.  Additionally, initial contact emails 
were followed up with a telephone call within 48 hours to all contacted students. An 
80% response rate by students (n = 23) was reported based on the ASC’s initial contact 
email and follow-up phone call.  The Academic Success Coach also engaged in 
additional email and telephone communications with students as necessary.  The total 
time commitment to facilitate communication for the 29 students identified in the Week 
4 Progress Survey was approximately 12 total labor hours (approximately 25 minutes 
per student) as indicated in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Academic Success Coach Labor Hours by Task 
Task    Week 4 Survey  Week 8 Survey    Manual Flags 
Initial Email   2.5   7.5             2.5 
Phone Calls   5.0   5.0             2.0 
Response to Students  2.5   3.5             1.25 
Data Recording  2.0   4.0             1.75  
Totals              12.0             20.0             7.50  
Note: labor values reported in hours of time spent on task. 
Similarly, during the Week 8 Progress Survey, faculty raised a total of 116 flags 
for 81 unique students.  The Academic Success Coach drafted and sent initial contact 
emails to the 81 identified students, customized according to the specific flags raised by 
the faculty, and followed by a telephone call within 48 hours.  A 68% response rate was 
recorded from the students (n = 55) who received the initial contact email and a phone 
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call.  The total time commitment to facilitate communication for the 81 students 
identified in the Week 8 scheduled survey was approximately 20 total labor hours 
(approximately 15 minutes per identified student).  
Faculty raised a total of 33 flags manually (not within a scheduled faculty 
survey) for 23 unique students. The Academic Success Coach drafted and sent initial 
contact emails to the 23 identified students, followed by a telephone call within 48 
hours.  There was a 60% response rate (n = 14) from the students who received the 
initial contact email and phone call.  The total time commitment to facilitate 
communication for the 23 students identified in the manual flags was approximately 7.5 
total labor hours (approximately 20 minutes per identified student).  
Faculty Time Commitment 
Faculty were engaged in an initial orientation meeting to discuss the timeline of 
the Early Alert initiative, the procedures for identifying students and raising flags, and 
to discuss the survey tool.  Each of the five faculty members participated in the 
scheduled surveys during week 4 and week 8, and two faculty raised manual flags 
during the term (see table 3).  
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Faculty Labor (in Minutes) by Reporting Period 
Faculty               Week 4 Survey    Week 8 Survey   Manual Flags 
     Time | Flags     Time | Flags   Time | Flags  
English*        20 | 8         15 | 7       25 | 31 
Mathematics*        30 | 13         90 | 84       10 | 2 
Psychology        15 | 17         30 | 25         0 | 0 
*Time and flag data represent the total for two sections of English and Mathematics. 
For the week 4 Progress Survey, a total of 35 flags were raised by the three 
instructors, with each instructor reporting a consistent time commitment of 
approximately 15 minutes or less per section for completing the entire Week 4 survey.  
During the week 8 Progress Survey, however, there was an increase in the number of 
flags raised (116 in total).  The instructors reported a range of time commitments, from 
a minimum of less than 10 minutes each for the two sections of English I, to 
approximately 30 minutes for the section of Psychology; the Intermediate Algebra 
faculty member reported a high of approximately 45 minutes per section for each of the 
algebra sections.  The variation in time commitment during the week 8 progress survey 
was related both the number of flags raised in each section as well as the extent to 
which instructor comments were included.  Additionally, a total of 33 flags were raised 
as manual flags (not during a scheduled survey).  Faculty reported spending, on 
average, less than 15 minutes for each section to raise manual flags during the pilot 
study.  
Overall, by leveraging the Academic Success Coach position and organizing the 
faculty workload within scheduled faculty surveys for identifying students and raising 
flags, the total faculty time commitment for the semester was less than three hours per 
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section over the course of the semester.  Considerable variation existed in the number of 
flags raised by each instructor; this finding was the result of the differences between the 
quantity of flags raised by each instructor and the level of detail provided within the flag 
comments.  Differences in student performance within the selected disciplines may also 
be partially accountable for the variation, though further investigation would be 
required to verify this result using a larger sample of course sections.  Twenty minutes 
per flagged student was the approximate time requirement of the Academic Success 
Coach. 
Conclusions and Discussion 
The results of this study indicate that by leveraging an Academic Success 
Coach, faculty labor commitment can be minimized while still delivering intervention 
outreach to at-risk students.  Only three labor hours of faculty time were required to 
include a course section in an academic early alert initiative.  Approximately 20 minutes 
were required for the Academic Success Coach to conduct outreach for each identified 
student.  In the authors’ opinion, the pilot study’s finding of 20 minutes of outreach time 
per raised flag, on average, would not be operationally scalable to a college-wide 
implementation effort without additional outreach personnel.  Automated messaging 
and the strategic use of live outreach based on selected flags only (such as tutoring 
referrals and low participation/attendance) could significantly reduce time and labor, 
potentially rendering college-wide scalability feasible.  Commercially available, 
automated systems are also a potential solution to the problem of labor expenditures, 
but such applications come with sizeable costs and significant implementation and 
integration requirements that must also be considered. 
Another important consideration that must be addressed is the scope of an early 
alert intervention.  This particular pilot study included a section of General Psychology, 
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two sections of English I, and two sections of Intermediate Algebra -- courses that are 
considered to be “core curriculum courses” or “general education courses” at many 
higher education institutions.  Based on a core course analysis conducted by the state-
wide college system auditors, the target college underperformed based on the state 
average in each of the 2014-2017 academic years for the percentage of students 
successfully completing core math with grades of C and above (Florida College System, 
2018).  Undergraduate students who are likely not to succeed in gateway general 
education courses can be predictably identified and offered support (Benford & Gess-
Newsome, 2006).  Based on institutional screening and internal study, a strategic 
selection of specific courses for inclusion could further add efficiency and effectiveness 
to an early alert intervention effort.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
Additional research on early alert systems could focus on a variety of 
applications, centered not only on student performance outcomes, but also on 
operational efficiency.  Such areas for investigation might include:  1) institutional core 
curricula,  2) courses in specific programs with lower than average retention numbers, 
3) courses taught by adjunct and contingent faculty versus full-time faculty, 4) 
developmental education courses exclusively, 5) single academic departments or 
divisions, 6) an experimental study comparing coaching or non-coaching, or 7) a 
combination of several of these considerations. 
Financial considerations are critical for higher education institutions in the era of 
heightened accountability for student performance outcomes.  The results of this pilot 
study indicate that part-time positions specifically tasked with student retention may be 
a viable solution despite the additional labor costs.  Automated software solutions exist, 
but can be costly, both in terms of licensing contracts and the labor costs for 
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configuration and implementation.  Institutions committed to early alert initiatives are 
encouraged to seek innovative solutions to leverage existing internal technology and 
staff to enhance effectiveness and efficiency of early alert initiatives.  Conducting a 
cost-benefit analysis in future studies could prove helpful to inform institutions of gains 
in student performance outcomes per capital outlay associated with different 
implementation strategies. 
Hiring personnel who are entrusted with the personal information of students 
and with delivering a critical service to potentially at-risk students is critically 
important.  More research should be conducted to examine the appropriate educational 
background and professional and interpersonal skills necessary to fulfil the role of a 
Success Coach, and to weigh the costs and benefits to support a higher credentialed, 
more costly staff or faculty member. 
After implementation of a carefully designed workflow and the acquisition of 
appropriate staffing to support early alert, the true link to success lies in the hands of the 
faculty and the students.  Faculty participation is crucial, not only in execution, but also 
in planning and development.  A participatory faculty can help to shape an intervention 
to ensure the intended rigor of the courses while increasing the likelihood that students 
who are facing challenges will be appropriately identified and assisted.  The increased 
use of adjunct and contingent faculty members, the evolving nature of higher education, 
the increased accountability for student outcomes, and the challenging fiscal climates all 
work together to influence the need to develop effective and cost efficient student and 
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Success Coach Communication  
 Attendance/Low Participation 
A flag has been raised in [Course Name] by your instructor regarding 
attendance/participation concerns. Below is my contact information. Please call me 
as soon as possible to discuss available resources that can assist you. I want to work 
together with you to achieve your goals for this course.  I look forward to hearing 
from you soon! 
 Missing/Late Assignment 
Hi [First Name], your instructor has indicated that you are currently missing or have 
late assignments in [Course Name]. Your instructor and I both care about your 
performance in this course. 
Below is my contact information. Please call me as soon as possible to discuss 
available resources that can assist you. I want to work together with you to achieve 
your goals for this course.  I look forward to hearing from you soon! 
 Low Quiz/Test scores 
Hi [First Name], your instructor has indicated you have been receiving low quiz or 
test scores in [Course Name]. It may not be too late to improve your overall grade in 
this class. 
Below is my contact information. Please call me as soon as possible to discuss 
available resources that can assist you. I want to work together with you to achieve 
your goals for this course.  I look forward to hearing from you soon! 
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 Tutoring Referral 
Hi [First Name], your instructor has raised a flag indicating that perhaps you might 
benefit from tutoring or other resources to assist you in your course. Below is my 
contact information. Please call me as soon as possible to discuss available 
resources that can assist you. I want to work together with you to achieve your goals 
for this course.  I look forward to hearing from you soon!  
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